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Currently there is unprecedented theoretical and cultural concern about literacy within 
the global era, particularly evident in western liberal democracies such as Australia.  
Today a repertoire of literacy skills permits access to education, training, employment 
and participation in local and global economic and cultural exchanges. Therefore, 
enhancing reading outcomes for marginalised students is fundamental in terms of 
social justice (Barton 2007; Castleton 1999; Comber and Kamler 2008; Freebody 
2007; Freebody, Ludwig, and Gunn 1995).  Currently in Australia, reading outcomes 
are of national significance as student achievement shows very marked social 
differences, with students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds often within a 
powerful cycle of exclusion and low achievement (Australian Council for Educational 
Research 2010; Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 2010, 
Rizvi and Lingard 2010;  Lingard, Martino, and Mills 2009).  Furthermore, the 
systematic underperformance in literacy by some boys, particularly in terms of 
reading, has been acknowledged in Australia (Australian Council for Educational 
Research 2010; Collins, Kenway, and McLeod 2000; Lo Bianco and Freebody 2001; 
Ministerial Council for Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs 2007) 
and is also evident in other western countries (Connolly 2006, Francis and Skelton 
2005; Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 2010).  Boys are 
reported to under-perform in literacy, compared to girls, at all levels of 
socioeconomic status, while boys from low socioeconomic backgrounds make up the 
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lowest group (Australian Council for Educational Research 2010, Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development 2010).   
It is problematic however to homogenise boys and girls as two binary entities as 
exploring differences amongst groups of boys and girls makes visible difference not 
always accounted for.  To this end there is growing acknowledgment of the salience 
of social class, or social and economic status, the influence of boys’ perspectives 
including their attitudes towards reading, and the interactional complexities 
associated with educational outcomes (Connolly 2004, 2006; Keddie and Mills 2007; 
Mills and Keddie 2007; Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
2010; Scholes 2010, 2011; Scholes and Nagel 2011).  As educational policies, school 
curriculums and school contexts support particular kinds of literacies, becoming 
literate produces tensions (Barton, 2007; Freebody, Ludwig & Gunn, 1995, Moss 
2007; Moss and McDonald 2004). Within the context of social justice, envisioning 
institutional reforms to recognize notions of gender redress and distribution of 
resources requires further inquiry into the complexities and interactional influences of 
disadvantage, school experiences and gender (Fraser 2007; Lingard, Martino, and 
Mills 2009; Rizvi and Lingard 2010).  
 
Literacy as social practice 
Much of the current concern about literacy relates to benchmark testing outcomes.  
Being literate however is more than the superficial viewing of print, but an 
understanding of how to manipulate words and concepts through complex daily social 
interactions that enable understandings based on cultural knowledge (Barton 2007; 
Freebody and Luke 2003; Reid 1998; Street 1995).  Literacy as social practice, rather 
than as a set of skills, locates a socio-cultural view of literacy within a broader theory 
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of the social world. Views of literacy can then be positioned within broader policy 
concerns and the history of how literacy has surfaced in relation to gender and 
attainment including responses to feminist agendas (Moss 2007).  When literacy is 
considered social practice, boys are considered active participants in reading 
interactions with a focus on the multiple environmental contexts that directly and 
indirectly affect literacy experiences.  As there are many ways of being a ‘boy’ at 
school, particular notions of masculinity influence how boys perceive and engage 
with literacy experiences. Hegemonic constructions of masculinity have been 
considered problematic for some boys at school, and in literacy specifically (Alloway, 
Freebody, Gilbert, and Muspratt 2002; Alloway, Gilbert, Gilbert, and Henderson 
2003; Connolly 2004, Gilbert and Gilbert 1998; Martino and Pallotta-Chiarolli 2005; 
Younger, Warrington, and Gray, et al. 2005).   
 When literacy is recognized as a social practice there is an understanding that 
students’ experiences are influenced by immediate and broader social contexts, or an 
ecological frame (Barton 2007; Bronfenbrenner 1994). An ecological framework 
situates reading experiences within broader social relations advocating the need to 
describe the social setting of literacy events, including the ways in which social 
institutions support and value particular literacies a (Barton 2007). Ecological theories 
consider the individual and the context in which they are situated as explicitly linked 
(Tudge and Hogan 2005).  This framework provides a lens for developing adumbrated 
understandings about the multiplicity and textured nature of students’ experiences 
exploring descriptions of experiences within the school (microsystem), home 
(mesosytem), and community (exosystem) contexts, while also developing 
understandings of perceptions of literacy on a global scale (macrosystem) 
(Bronfenbenner 1994). This approach allows examination of experiences from a 
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multi-dimensional perspective, exploration of the interrelationship between these 
experiences, highlighting how broader social processes impact upon enabling and 
constraining experiences.   
Identity construction and presentation 
Social processes also contribute to students’ identity development and are influenced 
by peer cultures that are not stable and subject to daily interactions (Read, Francis, 
and Skelton 2011).  As students interact within immediate and broader social contexts 
they are involved in ongoing construction and presentation of themselves that 
includes the positioning of particular endeavours such as literacy. Students are 
understood to construct their identities, or inner sense of being male or female, as 
relational, with masculine behaviour adopted as being what feminine is not (Francis 
and Skelton 2005).  Sets of gender categories then serve as the basis of the formation 
of identity and determine affiliation or acceptance with a particular group. These 
interactions involve perceptions of idealised images of masculinity and femininity that 
attribute particular characteristics to the “popular kids”, in turn influencing discourses 
taken up in school contexts.  These attributes include social norms and values 
indicating the constructions of stratified social orders (Adler, Kless, and Adler 1992; 
Connolly 2004; Martino and Pallotta-Chiarolli 2005; Pratt and George 2005). For 
boys, these social orders are influenced by one’s perceived popularity and attributes 
such as ‘doing’ heterosexuality, athletic ability, “coolness”, and “toughness” (Adler, 
Kless and Adler 1992; Pratt and George 2005).  For many boys, reading becomes a 
criterion for benchmarking or demarcating “uncool” students with a boy’s 
commitment to reading and schoolwork challenging his masculinity (Gilbert and 
Gilbert 1998; Martino 2003).  Boys have also been found to create a culture of 
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physicality within schools settings with this form of masculinity often accentuated by 
boys from lower socioeconomic communities (Connolly 2004; Corrigan 1979; Mac 
an Ghaill 1996; Willis 1997). Traditional perceptions of students as readers tends to 
perpetuate the reification of gender binaries, with the image of readers associated with 
constructs of a passive feminine identity (Gilbert and Gilbert 1998; Martino 2001; 
Millard 1997).   
 
Masculine boys, feminine girls: feminine boys and masculine girls? 
While masculine and feminine dichotomies are premised on simplistic notions that 
attribute masculinity to male bodies and femininities to female bodies (Halberstam 
1998; Francis 2010) social factors such as social class and ethnicity are increasingly 
being identified as influential in the productions of notions of gender. Within the 
context of this paper the aim is to make visible descriptions of gendered diversity and 
differences emerging in the literature (for example Allan 2010; Jackson 2006; Francis 
2009) while developing a greater understanding of the social processes that influence 
boys’ and girls’ engagement with reading.  Along these lines the paper contributes to 
discussions beyond normative gender configurations and considers differences within 
students’ experiences, disrupting taken for granted notions shaped by societies and 
cultures in which we live.  This includes disrupting the naturalness of girls’ 
engagement and boy’s aversion with regards to reading.     
To this end the paper draws on a broader PhD study that explored differences 
amongst groups of student examining their attitudes, beliefs, and enjoyment of 
reading, and their positioning of reading within personal identities. The paper 
examines one group of participants indentified as ‘The Clandestine Readers’.  These 
participants are of particular interest as their descriptions implied they concealing 
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their reading endeavours due to perceptions of a peer group culture that did not 
support this pursuit. The social processes that influenced boys’ and girls’ engagement 
with reading are highlighted.  
 
 
The Study    
The broad study involved a mixed method approach involving seven Australian 
schools and included a survey of 297 students (138 girls and 159 boys) and follow up 
semi-structured interviews with 34 students (11 girls and 23 boys).  Students were 
attending primary school in Year Four and Year Five (8 to 10 year olds) during the 
survey phase and Year Five and Year Six (10 to 12 years olds) during the follow up 
interview phase.  After following ethical protocols school principals, teachers, 
parents/guardians of students and the participating students, were provided 
comprehensive information about the nature and purpose of the study and all 
participants gave written consent.  Participants were assured of the confidentially of 
the information they shared and their anonymity was protected including the 
allocation of pseudonyms.   
The survey 
The aim of the survey was to develop broad brush understandings about boys’ and 
girls’ enjoyment, attitude and beliefs about reading and other related pursuits.  The 
survey, informed by current literature and adapted from the work of others (Love and 
Hamston 2004; Mckenna, Kear, and Ellsworth 1995), collected participants responses 
to 63 items about their attitudes, beliefs and enjoyment of reading and other school 
related endeavours.  Specifically, the paper based survey was designed to develop a 
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broad overview of participants; (a) enjoyment, attitude and beliefs about a range of 
activities including computers, books and other reading materials, music, drama, 
sports, and electronic games; (b) self perception of reading skills and reading 
frequency; and (c) beliefs about reading and related social activities. Additional 
information was collected for each participant including the socio-economic location 
of their school community, as defined by the governing authority, and a reading level 
indicated by the classroom teacher.  Analysis of the survey data was exploratory and 
included clustering groups of students who presented in a similar manner identifying 
natural groups of respondents (Field 2005; Tabachnick & Fidel 2007).  In this case six 
groups (consisting of both boys and girls) were identified.  
The Interviews 
Individual follow up semi-structured interviews were conducted with 34 students 
(lasting approximately 30-45 minutes) to add richness to the survey responses. The 
aim was to further explore students’ thoughts concerning their survey responses. 
Additional questions also explored students’ interpretations of their peer group culture 
(microsystem), interpretations of parental values of reading (mesosystem), the wider 
community (exosystem) and their thoughts about the societal value of reading in 
terms of job trajectories (macrosystem). Analysis of the interview data was guided by 
the work of Miles and Huberman (1994) starting out with a set of analytic categories 
that emerged from the survey analysis and then establishing emerging themes 
inductively. One group of students interviewed were The Clandestine Readers.  
The Clandestine Readers 
The Clandestine Readers included 17 girls and 43 boys (60 students).  The data 
reported here are from six students – ‘Kate”, “Tess”, “Tamara”, “Tim”, “Jett”, and 
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“Angus”, (all 10 to 12 years old) attending a range of schools identified as being 
located in low socio-economic locations.  These students were identified through the 
survey analysis and participated in follow up interviews.  What characterised this 
group was their tendency to convey a sense of enjoyment about reading while 
describing a school context that was unsupportive of this endeavour. That is, while 
they enjoyed reading they felt compelled to conceal their endeavours; hence the 
clandestine factor in the title. These students enjoyed books and reading, music, 
drama and non competitive sports while they conversely indicated a significant lack 
of enjoyment for the social aspects of reading at school.  For these students there 
appeared to be some tensions as they personally enjoyed books and reading but had 
little enjoyment for the social aspects, and didn’t typically read daily. Furthermore, 
while the majority of these students were meeting year level requirements for reading 
they were not rated as highly as many students in other groups.   
The six students interviewed conveyed a sense of enjoyment about reading, 
coupled with descriptions of a dominant peer group culture they perceived as 
unsupportive of this endeavour.  As researcher have argued there is a link between 
perceptions of reading and reading achievement (Logan and Johnson 2009; Mullis, 
Martin, Kennedy, and Foy 2007) it could be suggested that The Clandestine Readers 
perceptions of an anti-reading peer group culture at school potentially created tensions 
for students who personally enjoyed reading, constraining their reading frequency and 
subsequently outcomes. A closer look at this groups literate practices (experiences of 
self), perceptions of ‘readers’ (experiences as readers), and descriptions of behaviours 
(experiences of others), will tease out some of the more inherently subtle 
complexities.  
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The clandestine readers and their literate practices  
Students in this group typically talked about their enjoyment for books and reading, 
articulating very specific preferences for reading genres and often defining themselves 
in terms of particular categories of books, such as “I am a storybook person”.  This 
high level of enjoyment was expected from the survey responses. Typically there 
were references to a wide range of reading materials including reading materials not 
typical sanctioned in schools as academic literature such as magazines, comics and 
cook books, and a range of nonfiction (Moss 2007).   
The boys (Jett, Tim and Angus) spoke of their enjoyment for reading and shared 
similar stories in terms of their experiences within the school setting. In responding to 
a question about reading preferences Jett talked about the types of books he enjoyed 
and conveyed a sense of excitement to the researcher as he talked about particular 
series and authors he enjoyed.  Jett commented:    
I like to read Goosebumps, a lot of Goosebumps and just books; Andy 
Griffiths’ books and I like to read the Simpsons magazines and 
Futurama magazines. Yeah I like reading comics and magazines now, 
well Mum got four of the Simpsons magazines just for us to read on the 
way, when we’re driving places and I started to like them a lot. 
Due to the low socio-economic location of Jett’s school, his enjoyment for 
reading is anomalous, according to the boys in studies by Connolly (2004) and 
Martino (1997, 2001, 2003).  However, in Jett’s a case, perception of the value of 
reading at home appeared to provide an enabling influence, and he talked about his 
mother’s influence on reading behaviours, making it apparent that he valued this adult 
interaction: 
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Mum mostly [thinks reading is important], yeah mum, she says it helps 
your brain to attune or something so, yeah.  Yeah she encourages me a bit, 
so that’s why I started reading a lot probably ‘cause she said, “oh just read 
this one book to see if you like it, if you don’t like it then you don’t have 
to read it,” but I like it so… 
What is important here is recognition that Jett’s engagement with a significant 
adult in his immediate daily environment is enabling. From an ecological (Barton 
2007) perspective, there are multiple contexts that influence boys’ reading 
experiences.  In this case, daily interactions with Jett’s mother play a significant role 
and should progressively influence the development of his beliefs and attitudes 
(Bronfenbrenner 1994).  As key researchers have illustrated (Stanovich 1986, 2000; 
Freebody, Maton, and Martin 2008)  interactions within environmental contexts that 
are more likely to encourage and support reading on a daily basis, contribute to 
cumulative development of reading skills and expertise facilitating higher reading 
outcomes.  Practices that engage students in authentic everyday reading and develop 
associated skills are essential when understanding language and literacy as 
disciplinary knowledge that develops over time and is conceptualised in terms of 
“cumulative learning” (Freebody, Maton, and Martin 2008; Maton 2009).  
Furthermore, the cumulative influence that exposure to print has on the accelerated 
development of reading processes and knowledge bases has been referred to as the 
Matthew effect (Cunningham and Stanovich 1997; Stanovich 1986).   
 Also of interest is the way the three boys talked about an explicit link between 
reading and job trajectories.  This was illustrated by comments:   
Jett:     …when you get older there’s going to be a lot of things that 
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you’ve got to do when you’re working and if you can’t read what 
you’ve go to do then you’re not going to be able to do 
anything…Yeah, [it’s important for] getting a job and just 
helping in class and stuff.  ‘Cause if you can’t read then you’re 
bad at most subjects. 
Angus: I want to get a real good job one like what my brother has, a 
bricklayer.  He takes home around about four hundred dollars a 
week.  And now he’s got a good job and he had a good education 
he’s even got his own car and his P’s…Yes [ you’ll need reading 
to get a good job] ‘cause you’ll need to know what you’re 
reading.   
From an ecological perspective, Angus’ and Jett’s interpretations of their 
reading experiences were embedded within perceptions of wider contextual systems.  
The significant value placed on reading in Western society was typically identified by 
these boys who articulated perceptions of explicit links between reading, academic 
success and workplace aspirations.   As emerging global markets and electronic 
modes of communication continue to influence the decline in unskilled labour 
opportunities for boys (Mikulecky and Kirley 1998; Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development 2009; Parsons and Bynner 1999) wider contextual 
influences such as employer demands for high level literacy skills may be filtering 
down into boys everyday contexts creating potential tensions between perceptions of 
societal value and potent peer cultures anti-reading values.   
Descriptions also extended to boys being naughty and rude with some accounts 
of swearing and bullying.  Dominant constructions of masculinity were however 
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expected, with physicality more pronounced for boys attending schools in low 
socioeconomic communities (see for example Connolly 2004; Connell 2005, Martino 
2001, 2003.   Jett, Tim and Angus all related stories about the popular boys who were 
“really quite bad”. It appeared that the boys’ personally sanctioned enjoyment of 
reading would place them outside the dominant anti-reading, anti-school environment 
they described putting them at risk of being positioned outside the dominant peer 
group.  Resonating with Lingard, Martino, and Mills (2009) it became evident that a 
more sophisticated approach to boys’ experiences is necessary with recognition of 
“othered” boys as some boys within this study portrayed themselves as the “odd one 
out”, describing a sense of isolation.  
The girls (Kate, Tess”, Tamara) also discussed specific reading preferences such 
as Kitty books, because they are funny, and comics and magazines.  For example, 
Tess talked of a range of reading genres including storybooks, magazines and cook 
books. She also talks about her mother’s preference for non-fiction such as gardening 
and bird books, and in a similar manner to Jett, indicated her parents valued reading.  
Tess also made an explicit connection between reading and job trajectories as she 
wanted to be a writer. The girls’ perceptions of how reading was viewed by the 
dominant peer group however appeared to be constraining, challenging students who 
personally value reading and creating tensions as they located themselves within the 
stratified social order of their peer group.    
 
Positioning of reading  
All six students talked about peer groups who typically expressed anti-school and 
anti-reading cultures, with popularity antithesis to doing the right thing at school.  
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What emerged was a clear positioning of reading within students own identities that 
involved boys talking about their enjoyment of a perceived ‘feminine’ and 
unsanctioned pursuit, and girls expression of enjoyment of reading that was 
interestingly not supported within their school peer culture. Furthermore, there was a 
collective perception that for both boys and girls the dominant peer group expressed 
explicit aversion to reading. For the boys, friends and popularity were deemed 
important, with popularity typically associated with athletic ability and comments 
suggesting that the popular boys would rather go out and do sport than read. Status 
was also associated with anti-social activities such as teasing and being strong or able 
to fight.  Popular males were generally portrayed in a negative manner, with Angus 
asserting that “some of the popular boys they’re actually bad”.  There was a tendency 
to position peers anti-reading sentiments along with “bad” behaviour and “fighting”.  
These boys typically talked of a peer group culture that involved what has been 
traditionally referred to as hegemonic masculine behaviours.  Jett’s comment is 
illustrative:  
If you tease they call you popular ’cause they don’t want to get teased 
and if you’re strong they don’t want to get bashed up, so they try and be 
friends with ya.   
While comments reflected anti-reading perceptions voiced by other boys what is 
central in understanding the complexity of the tensions for boys who enjoy reading 
but who also navigate the enactment of particular notions of masculinity and work 
within the boundaries of sanctioned peer group endeavours.  Such examination 
highlights the complexity and tensions involved and it is argued, that for boys in this 
discussion there were wider enabling influences that, for now, were influential and 
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interactional in immediate school spaces.  It is noted however, that these tensions are 
fluid, subject to change, and shaped, constrained and enabled by particular discourse 
within particular contexts (Davies 2000).   
For the girls, reading was also a concept involved in categorizing students.  Tess 
particularly talked of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ girls and associated reading with being a 
“goody goody”.   Along these lines, Tess also made references about popularly 
claiming: ‘being like really good or a goody-goody they like aren’t that popular’.  
While many significant studies have provided examples of physicality and fighting 
associated with the construction of masculinity in lower socioeconomic school 
communities (for example Connolly 2004; Mac an Ghaill 1994; Skelton 2001), these 
behaviours have not been traditionally visible in discussions of girls and schooling.  It 
is therefore notable that Tess, who also attends a school in a low socioeconomic 
community, talks about her friends’ anti-reading behaviours and refers to “fights” 
between the girls.  Tess also positions reading as a benchmark for general behaviour 
describing the girls themselves within binary terms, remarking that there are girls who 
like reading and those who do not like reading, and subsequently have a tendency to 
“have lots of fights”.  In this case the “fights” may have been verbal more than 
physical although the following references by Tess infer a sense of aggression and 
conflict.   
Most of them [girls] that like reading are normally really good and 
friendly and they don’t have many fights but the people that don’t read 
they don’t do good, they haven’t been doing good in spelling or maths 
and they have lots of fights with all the other girls…Sometimes it’s 
during class: sometimes it’s outside of class but most of the time it’s 
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inside.   
Tess conveyed a belief that “’people that don’t read they don’t do good” 
suggesting that she has internalised and positioned reading as indicative of success in 
life and in other domains such as spelling and maths . Referring to literacy as a 
benchmark for success reflects current discourses that increasingly position success in 
literacy as important competitive differentiators at an international level (Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development 2010; United Nations 2008).  It appears 
that while Tess has an anti-school perception of her peer group and acknowledges that 
she prefers to do ‘bad’ things as it was more fun, she appears to have retained for now 
her personal enjoyment of books particularly cook books.  Friendships and their 
importance on girls’ identities and practices have been explored with recognition of 
the influence on presentations of self (Adler, Kless, and Adler 1992; Read, Francis, 
and Skelton 2011).  Complex patterns of popularity however, has often focused on a 
girl’s need to be perceived as pretty, fashionable and attractive (Currie, Kelly, and 
Pomerantz 2007; Read, Francis, and Skelton 2011) with dominant construction of 
femininity, associated with feminine ‘goodness’ (Walkerdine 1990).   Tess conversely 
describes a peer group that valourizes ‘naughty’, creating potential tensions between 
her desire to be in the dominant peer group described as anti-reading and her 
unsanctioned enjoyment of reading, effectively creating dissonance.  Having a friend 
is a form of power (Adler, Kless, and Adler 1992), although for the girls interviewed 
in this context the desired qualities or abilities perceived to be important to gain 
popularity were not in keeping with previous findings (for example Read, Francis, and 
Skelton 2011), suggesting that popularity may be fluid and contextual within 
schooling spaces.  Such boundary work is contingent upon a variety of subjectivities 
as identities need to be validated to be successful (Read, Francis, and Skelton 2011).   
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Female masculinity, male femininity  
While not seeking out cases of female masculinity or male femininity, for The 
Clandestine Readers there were instances where responses did not fit norms portrayed 
in the literature, and it seems important to highlight these examples as there is 
growing awareness of the need to move beyond simplistic notions that attribute 
masculinity to male bodies and femininity to female bodies (Francis 2010; Renold 
2007).   Coupled with girls’ descriptions of ‘fighting’ and anti-reading cultures, there 
were also descriptions of enjoyment of competition. Although researchers have 
referred to competition as a socially masculinised construction (Francis 2000; Read 
2006; Merten 1997), there were examples of girls describing their enjoyment in 
language traditionally considered masculine.  It is interesting that Tess, Kate and 
Tamara all talked of their enjoyment for competition sports.  Tess went on to discuss 
her enjoyment of ‘rougher’ sports like football and the associated competition while 
Kate talked of her enjoyment of rugby union, soccer and field sports. Tamara 
explained how she preferred a ‘bit rougher’ competitive sport. For these girls athletic 
ability, usually associated with maleness, was associated with popularity within their 
peer group cultures. 
Kate, Tess, Tamara, Tim, Jett, and Angus, whose experiences were discussed in 
this paper, were all attending schools in low socio-economic locations, discussed 
preferences for reading genres not typically sanctioned in literacy classrooms, related 
stories of potent anti-reading peer cultures and indicated they were not avidly reading 
at school. It would therefore seem important to take away the gender lens to develop 
an understanding of the multiplicity of social influences on these students’ reading 
engagement and interconnections between common experiences working towards 
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developing greater understanding of how students appropriate subjectivities and forge 
particular identities that become evident in their participation in literacy events 
(Barton 2007; Barton and Hamilton 2005).   
 
Discussion 
This paper would suggest that typical masculine and feminine descriptions of 
performativity were often overlapping, challenging taken for granted binary gender 
assumptions identified in previous literature concerning reading attitudes (Millard 
1997) and by essentialist theorists advocating simplistic educational solutions for 
boys.  During boys’ and girls’ descriptions of their experiences reading was often an 
activity drawn upon to define “naughty” and “good” students, with the “naughty”, non 
readers, often belonging to the popular peer culture.  This distinction was described 
by both boys and girls. The masculine descriptions of some girls’ behaviour, or 
‘masculine girls’, was an unexpected finding. While there is a risk of reinforcing 
gender categorization of behaviours by talking about ‘female masculinity’ and ‘male 
femininity’ (Francis 2010) the narratives offered by the students in this study 
contribute to descriptions of gendered diversity and differences emerging in the 
literature (Allan 2010; Connell 2005; Jackson 2006; Francis 2009). Descriptions 
offered by the girls (Kate, Tess, Tamara) and the boys (Tim, Jett, and Angus) imply 
that these students have much in common concerning their personal reading 
preferences (including magazines and non fiction), perceptions of the dominant peer 
group (anti-school and anti-reading), their school experiences (physicality within the 
culture, enjoyment of rougher sports) and tensions they experiences. All six students 
also talked about positive wider influences on their reading endeavours such as 
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support at home. With these similarities foremost, it is proposed that talking about 
boys and girls experiences in binary terms is not useful and in this case students’ 
experiences should be considered in terms that disrupt binary divides between 
masculine and feminine and consider the social processes that influence students’ 
‘domains of experience’. 
In this case domains of experience would include ‘experiences of self’, 
‘experiences as readers’ and ‘experiences of others’. For The Clandestine Readers 
‘experiences of self’ included language students chose to express personal attitudes 
such as “I love reading” and descriptions of self such as “I’m a competitive person”.  
‘Experiences as readers’ included expressions of students’ experiences including 
palpable understandings and intimate ways of knowing books exemplified in the 
language offered. ‘Experiences of others’ included interpretations of daily social 
interactions with pervasive peer groups including potent and substantive 
conversations concerning anti-reading cultures and binary descriptions of readers and 
non readers or popular and unpopular students with indications that some students 
were marginalized by the popular peer group.  What is important here is recognition 
that school settings create particular social contexts influenced by a multiplicity of 
factors including the value of literacies to particular stakeholders that then contribute 
to enabling or constraining experiences.  Findings would suggest the need to further 
explore, examine and understand the social processes that influence both boys’ and 
girls’ engagement with reading.   If masculine and feminine divides are put aside, an 
understanding of these social processes and how they are mediated by socio-economic 
status, peer group culture, classroom practice and home/school relations can 
potentially become more visible to educators concerned with enhancing literacy 
outcomes.   
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